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You better come on in my kitchen babe,
it’s going to be rainin’ outdoors.
ROBERT JOHNSON, “Come on in My Kitchen” (1937)
1
Faulkner’s “That Evening Sun,” ﬁrst published in 1931 in Ameri-
can Mercury, is one of the most frequently anthologized and com-
mented upon among his short stories, yet it is also one of the most
ba%ing; many critics including Laurence Perrine have pointed out that
the story has numerous “gaps” (Perrine 307), though most of those
commentators seem to agree, more or less, that its main thematic
concern is with a boy Quentin Compson’s unwilling but inevitable
“initiation”or his failure thereof, depending on how to interpret the
endinginto the Southern segregated society (Volpe 7581; Hamblin
8694; Hiraishi 36), or with the su#ering of blacks in the Jim Crow
South (Volpe 78; Carothers 42; Beck 296). Enumerating as many as
twenty-one seemingly unanswerable questions, Perrine concludes that
the story is deliberately “left undetermined” (304). To name only a
few thereof: ﬁrst and foremost, did Jesus, the husband of Nancy, who
is a substitute female servant of the Compson household, actually come
back in town to kill her as she fears he would?; or who is the mysterious
“Mr. Lovelady” that seemingly out of context appears toward the very
end of the story?; or, though a matter outside the text itself, why was
Faulkner so insistent, despite a strong recommendation from his
American Mercury editor H. L. Mencken to change it because of its
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possibly blasphemous nature, upon the name of Nancy’s husband being
“Jesus,” a truly uncommon name even among the then Mississippi
blacks? Critics’ attempts to answer these typical questions and many
more in this story have their own relevance, it is true, yet none of it
seems to have the deﬁnitive quality it claims: the extremely reticent
text, narrated mainly from the cognitively limited point of view of
nine-year-old Quentin, does seem by its very nature destined to remain
incapable of o#ering any conclusive answers.
In the face of this ba%ing situation, however, here I will attempt
a radically di#erent approach to the story by directing the reader’s
attention away from a narrow textual focus on each particular ques-
tion to a speculative examination of, ﬁrst, a much larger problem of
why in the ﬁrst place Faulkner didor had towrite such a curiously
tantalizing story; and then we will proceed to explore what the problem
and its supposed answer I propose here enable us to see. The new
perspective obtained as a consequence thereof will ultimately suggest
that this story, which has long been interpreted more or less to stand on
its own, is in fact signiﬁcantly revealing in examining the situation in
which his supposedly greatest literary achievements later in his career
were conceived and produced; my approach here, therefore, will
inevitably be an inter-textual one, not in such a superﬁcial and techni-
cal fashion as has been conducted so far, but in one which presupposes
a more profound thematic interrelationship between this short story
and other important works of Faulkner’s. Faulkner, while writing his
very ﬁrst real masterpiece The Sound and the Fury, we can assume,
must have foundor rather we should say “glimpsed”a set of
all-too-important themes, and here in its derivative story supposedly
written more or less at the same time as the novel, therefore, tried to
treat them separately. Finding himself still unable to directly handle
the matters in any satisfactory way, yet, he had to quit pursuing them
seriously for the time being, reserving them for his later usethey
would, as it turned out, translate into the very core of his major
creations, Light in August, Absalom, Absalom!, and Go Down, Moses; in
short, here he acrobatically shifted his focus, deciding to dramatize as
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faithfully as possible his inability itself to face the problem, embodied
by Quentin’s severely truncated narrating act.
The gaps many readers cannot but feel uncomfortable about are,
thus, supposed here to be never merely the product of Faulkner’s
technical ﬁnesse designed to highlight the sense of suspense, much less
the evidence of his oft-commented-upon lack of conﬁdence in the craft
of short ﬁction; rather, they can be considered as deliberately meant by
Faulkner to be the kind of gaps which, because of their highly touchy
nature, must remain unbridgeable if Quentin wishes to stay as calm as
he seems in the beginning of the story. As a Faulkner character, he is,
as is clearly seen in The Sound and the Fury, extremely sensitive
concerning particular issues: his beloved sister Caddy’s promiscuity
and his family’s honor at stake as a consequence thereof. Indeed,
agonizing over the matters he even actually commits suicide by drown-
ing himself in the Charles River in The Sound and the Fury; we can also
remember here his still more acute anguish in Absalom, Absalom! over
what he ﬁnally realizes as to the Sutpen household tragedy.
Some critics, indeed, have already argued that in this enigmatic
story Quentin conceals something; John T. Matthews, for example,
contends in his discussion of this story that “in Faulkner’s text, the
frame often forecloses what it promises to open” (74). The “what it
promises to open” Matthews mentions here means those details which
concern by far the most problematic institution in the Southern
history: slavery. According to him, this story is to be classiﬁed as one
of the stories in which Faulkner, assuming the persona of Quentin,
yearns nostalgically for the past days of his childhood when the old
Southern values were still stable; for the very reason, Quentin, a naive
young Southern white who desperately wishes everything to be back in
its “right” place, as it were, “blanks out” (88), whenever he stumbles
upon during the process of the narration what smacks of the negative
aspects of the Southern “race problems.” More recently, Charles A.
Peek also argues basically in a similar vein, contending that Nancy and
Jesus can be regarded as sinisterly prophetic ﬁgures distantly fore-
shadowing the black rebellion to emerge later in the late 20th century
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South; he concludes that what the two black characters embody is
what Houston Baker terms “the blues” experience, naturally well
beyond Quentin’s severely limited understanding of “African Ameri-
can reality” (144).
On the basis of what Matthews and Peek argue, and of many
other pieces of circumstantial evidence within and without the text, in
this paper I will argue that at the very heart of the story there lurks
some seriously scandalous incident directly related with race issues in
the South, which no critic that I know of has ever suspected before: the
murder of Jesus. In many ways, the supposed incident must have been
something which carried an important thematic weight not only for
Quentin but also for Faulkner himself. I am not in the least concerned
here, though, with whether the supposed incident actually happened or
not. Not only for Quentin obsessed with his childhood incidents
strongly enough to dare to remember and narrate them as late as 15
years later, but also for Faulkner as a serious writer as much obsessed
with writing the story, the supposed scandalous incident, we can
assume, must be kept hidden at all cost, because it would have much to
do with the honor not only of Quentin’s family but also, because of the
story’s rather transparent autobiographical touch, of Faulkner’s own
family; because, in short, the mere thought of the possibility itself
could pose to himself a responsibility a little too heavy for his hyper-
sensitive mind to bear, Quentin cannot permit himself merely to
suspect it, a situation which we can infer has so long made the
supposed incident left unnoticed by many critics.
Or rather, the case might be that, given the fact that later even in
“Pantaloon in Black,” Faulkner’s reputedly most ambitious short story
exploring the mind of the blacks, he did notor could notmention
the speciﬁc reason for the black protagonist Rider’s grief, nor did he
give a full treatment of the protagonist’s inner thought, to portray the
real workings of African American mind in humiliation and despair by
the hands of whites remained well beyond Faulkner’s ability or imagi-
nation all through to the end of his career, for some reasons which I
will also try to explicate later.
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Rather, therefore, here I am strictly concerned with what we can
assume Quentin must have feared might have happened in his child-
hood, regardless of what actually happened then.1 The mere possibility
of the incident, once Quentin notices it at all, will never leave him until
the author himself manages somehow to work out a kind of socially
tenable resolution to it. The resolution Faulkner ﬁnally managed to
give ten years later is none other than Go Down, Moses, without doubt,
a series of stories where Faulkner’s “working through” of the Southern
whites’ past racial atrocity is reputedly, though with considerable
reservation, ﬁnished (King 131). The “family ledger” device Faulkner
invented in “The Bear” is what he had to create in order to become
able to truly confront and e#ectively exorcise, at least on the level of
his own ﬁctive consciousness, his long-term guilty obsession as a
Southern white; it was by carefully reading the family document word
by word, indeed, that Ike McCaslin ﬁnally unmistakably ﬁnds out
about the past atrocity of his grandfather: his impregnating two of his
female slaves, a woman and her daughtershe was his own daughter,
too, driving the mother to commit suicide. Though for Quentin in
this story there is no concrete document of any sort with which to truly
conﬁrm what he suspects might have happened in his past, to be sure,
the core of Ike’s experience, nevertheless, must have been already at
least sensed by Quentin in its entirety as early as in “That Evening
Sun.” Faulkner willfully organized the details of the story so that a
careful reader will never miss the undertones thereof, a situation which
I think will explain well his own unshakable conﬁdence in the merit of
the story, expressed in one of his letters to Mencken: “I [Faulkner] am
glad you [Mencken] liked the story; I think it’s pretty good myself”
(Manglaviti 652).
Takuya Niiro demonstrates how Quentin’s remembering in The
Sound and the Fury of Caddy’s pregnancy is sometimes deftly
repressed in his narration; Quentin, according to Niiro, does not want
to face the unbearable fact, so he skips whatever is related with it (45).
My analysis here, then, will o#er a fruitful contribution to the deeper
understanding not only of the story but also of the overall development
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of Quentin’sand Faulkner’s, alsoawareness of Southern history.
2
In a scene in “That Evening Sun,” Nancy, fearing that Jesus is
coming to kill her, asks for an overnight stay at the Compson house. At
midnight Quentin in his bedroom hears Nancy, sleepless, making a
mysterious noise, a kind of groan which Quentin describes as follows:
“It was like singing and it wasn’t like singing, like the sounds that
Negroes make” (CS 296). The quote does not merely suggest Quentin’s
inability to appreciate any audible melody or words in Nancy’s charac-
teristically “Negro” groan; this can fully be inferred from considering
yet another scene as follows:
She talked like her eyes looked, like her eyes watching us and her
voice talking to us did not belong to her. Like she was living
somewhere else, waiting somewhere else. She was outside the
cabin. Her voice was inside and the shape of her, the Nancy that
could stoop under a barbed wire fence with a bundle of clothes
balanced on her head as though without weight, like a balloon,
was there. (CS 302)
Throughout the story, Quentin’s tone of narration basically remains
the same as in this scene: Quentin views Nancy as embodying a sort of
paradox of existence. Here, in short, he is getting seriously unsure as to
whether Nancy actually exists in this world as he does, which in turn
will inevitably force him to seriously question the validity of his own
existence. Just as Nancy, with the kind of existential paradox shroud-
ing her whole being, can never be expected to lead a life like so many
others do in Je#erson, neither can Quentin, we can infer, who is
somehow far more perceptive than any of his family members to sense
if not become verbally aware ofsomething really ominous in
Nancy’s predicament. It is this very anxiety of being in the world
having gone astray that Faulkner, in my view, tries to communicate to
the reader in this story.2
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In the ﬁrst place, one of the most ba%ing facts about Quentin’s
mode of existence in this story for critics is that, when this story was
ﬁrst published in American Mercury magazine in 1931, he had already
died: he committed suicide in The Sound and the Fury published in
1929; to make matters more sinisterly confounding, moreover, Quentin
here is depicted to be 24 years old while he committed suicide at 19 in
the novel. Some of the critics, indeed, argued that this is merely the
result of some sloppy chronological calculation on Faulkner’s part, and
others even went so far as to argue that this Quentin is not the same
Quentin as we encounter in The Sound and the Fury.
However, in 1930 Faulkner had already created in As I Lay Dying
Addie Bundren, who suddenly begins to talk bitterly about her life
after she dies and is securely put inside a co$n; the fact that she is dead
seems to be conducive for Addie to talk incisively of her secret feelings
kept all through her life. It would be not unreasonable, then, to
suppose that in “That Evening Sun” Faulkner could have been, in fact,
far from sloppy with his character’s chronology but rather strictly
consistent in order to make his story truly e#ective; as Matthews
argues, Quentin here might very well be talking about his enigmatic
childhood experience 5 years after he dies “as a ghost” (89), and that
deﬁnitely for a purpose: now that he is dead, he can see things far more
clearly and objectively than when alive.
3
Reading “That Evening Sun” now, we can see that, to almost all
of the people living in Je#erson, there has long been lying beneath the
surface of the rigidly-segregated Southern society a hideous reality: the
real emotions of blacks. Though the reader can surely feel them
everywhere in the story, especially in Nancy’s bizarre laughter when
kicked in the face by the high-handed white bank cashier and church
deacon Stovall, or in Jesus’s ominous threats in the Compson kitchen
against the man who impregnated his wife, they never get fore-
grounded on the surface of the text itself. Here in “That Evening Sun,”
the people in the town of Je#erson, indeed, all haveor are forced to
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haveonly egregiously stereotypical understandings as to black emo-
tional life: the nameless jailor of a jail, where Nancy futilely attempted
suicide, in his misguided insistence that “no nigger would try to
commit suicide unless he [sic] was full of cocaine”(CS 291); Mr.
Compson in his unwitting betrayal of his casual belief in the “myth” of
black promiscuity; or, even more signiﬁcantly, the blacks Nancy and
Dilsey in their own ﬁrm conviction toward the presupposed racial
relationships of the period in the case of Nancy, that blacks are inferior
and helpless by nature and therefore will always have no other way but
to remain content with the status quo, and in the case of Dilsey, though
rather suggestively, that the house servants like herself are better than
the washing women like Nancy because they are living and working
closer to whites, and that, therefore, what they have always to care
aboutor what they take pride in caring aboutis the well-being of
the whites, not of the neighboring “common” blacks like Jesus or
Nancy. In short, they are all strongly convinced, especially whites but
not a few blacks themselves also, that blacks are not really su#ering
from their daily lives, which any reader can readily see are full of
unbearable su#erings. Let us discuss the overall situation concerning
this problem a little, before going fully into the detailed discussion of
“That Evening Sun.”
The situation mentioned above, in fact, was more or less the
inexorable reality of the interracial relationship in the American South
around the turn of the 20th century, where, as W. J. Cash once
incisively argued, community members were strongly pressured to
ignore whatever was perceived to be detrimental to traditional values
(Cash 98). This was, of course, because of its past history of having
such an enormously problematic institution as slavery, and also be-
cause of its extremely tough and miserable experience of having to long
endure the devastating consequences of the Confederacy’s military,
political, economic and cultural defeat by the Union in 1865: what
Wolfgang Shivelbusch calls a “national trauma.” As if to desperately
try to turn their eyes from their actual misery starting from the
Reconstruction period and afterwards, the Southern whites clung even
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more strongly to the anachronistic, antebellum values than they actu-
ally did before the war: symbolically, in short, they collectively went
blind. Under its cognitively limited daily experiences, for example, the
so-called “Southern Ladies,” who assumed the central position in the
white male imagination, were customarily supposed to have no sexual
desire, in a striking comparison with black females. As the respectable
white women were thus strongly pressured to repress sexuality from
early childhood and nobody would ever openly dare talk about it at all,
as Lillian Smith writes in Killers of the Dream, basically not only the
white men but also the white women themselves came to so ﬁrmly
believe, so that ultimately they did not know what the reality was in the
ﬁrst place (Smith 8398). It was in the ﬁeld of interracial relationship,
in short, that this kind of egregious mental blindness of theirs was the
most strongly enforced; the so-called “Jim Crow” period began thus,
one of the deepest nadirs of which almost precisely corresponds to, not
coincidentally, the time frame of “That Evening Sun.”
The situation, of course, is ludicrously untenable for today’s
political sensibilities. Yet, at the same time what we must always be
careful about in seriously trying to treat a matter of this cross-cultural
nature is that, to most of the locals in the Jim Crow South including
Faulkner himself, who touchingly wrote about the life in his home
town in the essay “Mississippi,” that was deﬁnitely the one and only
reality of the then Deep South. We in the “Western” (in its broad
sense) world tend to regard our most basic assumptions of, say, human
equality or democracy, to be nothing less than universal; I, as a
Japanese living in the 21st century, also of course strongly believe in
those values. Yet, nonetheless, history deﬁnitely tells us that there have
been, are, and will surely be, many cultures where our most basic
assumptions simply do not hold. Many traditional Islamic, Hindu, or
Confucian cultures, for example, might well appear to be not only
“horrible” but also “evil” and “wrong” with the people actually living
therein seemingly su#ering with numerous “politically incorrect” con-
ventionssuch as women being forced to wear scarfs in public or men
being “encouraged” to die for a cause. Still, those cultures alsojust as
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ours do, that isdeﬁnitely have their own delicate set of values with
every article of vices and virtues intricately entwined with each other,
before which one must at least stop and think really hard in making
even the simplest value judgment.
The culture in the American South with its distinctive institutions
of slavery and the Jim Crow system was, indeed, though arguably,
more or less of this kind: we know that they are outrageously “wrong”
institutions, but the people in it did notor at least believed they did
notthink so. At least as readers of Faulkner’s ﬁction, for various
reasons suggested later in this section, then, we must never completely
satisfy ourselves by merely criticizing those “misunderstandings,” how-
ever outrageously wrong we think they are and however poignantly
necessary it is to for us to criticize them from today’s political stand-
point; otherwise, we will surely miss something important inherent in
the text by distancing ourselves from the characters’ real emotions, and
the criticism, accordingly, will also irrevocably lose its real power.
Under the circumstances of the then Deep South, in short, to ignore the
reality was, paradoxically, their reality. Of course, this does not have
anything to do with trying to justify or endorse Faulkner’s, or the then
Southerners’ obvious ideological failings; it is, rather, to try to imagine
as faithfully as possible what they should have been actually feeling.
Not only was Faulkner a genuine Mississippian with long and impor-
tant ancestral heritage rooted in the region, but also he traveled and
actually lived in other areas than in his provincial Mississippi home-
land in his impressionable youth; moreover, the most importantly, he
was a tremendously ambitious young writer steeped in the emerging
literary ambience of modernism, which was the ethical and artistic
standard of the then literary world into which he desperately aspired to
gain admission. In the following discussion, therefore, we must never
forget that there are two distinctly conﬂicting realities held in an
extremely delicate balance of moral sensibilityor always in battle
with each otherin the ﬁctional world of Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha,
neither of which we can judge to be the real reality.
As I said above, especially after the Jim Crow laws started to be
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strictly implemented one after another in most of the Southern states in
the 1890’s, the whites, fearing their dominance might give way with the
potential rise of black power after their emancipation, tried hard to
maintain their old ways of control, growing more and more adamant
and hysterical in trying to reinforce their traditional racial assumptions
totally misguided ones, of coursestemming from the slavery days:
all blacks were leading happy lives in the benevolent Southern society,
never feeling any pain in their relations with whites (Harris 105108).
To make matters more complicated, as such anthropologists as Hort-
ense Powdermaker once detailed, despite their everyday lives undoubt-
edly being always full of su#erings or humiliations, to the eyes of most
ordinary locals in the then South the blacks did not seem always very
visibly su#ering; blacks have their own distinctive cultures, a mixture
of African and American origins, and with them they naturally tried
to, and actually often managed to, lead their everyday lives as happily
as possible, although of course within the severely limited spheres of
life deﬁned by the rigid system of segregation. Black churches, for
example, were signiﬁcantly instrumental in meeting not only their
spiritual but also secular needs. Though blacks were strictly prohibited
from expressing their sorrows or anger su#ered in their daily experi-
ence of segregation openly, at church meetings they could associate
with other fellow church members rather freely; with church activities,
in short, they could maintain human dignity and faith, and even enjoy
their social lives (Myers and Sharpless 62), though this of course does
not mean that they were truly happy and content with their lives.
Moreover, because it was always the ideal and often the standard
custom for many of the whitesespecially the upper-class planters, as
can be most characteristically seen in such memoirs as William
Alexander Percy’s Lanterns of the Leveeto try to behave as bene-
volentlypaternalistically, of course as possible, the blacks also had
long established their own complicated set of behaviors and values as
social “inferiors,” the so-called “racial etiquettes,” best designed to ﬁt
in as amicably as possible with the white-dominated society. With
many cases of lynchings or other forms of terrorism often taking place,
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to be sure, there were of course some desperate blacks deﬁantly rising
up in arms against the atrocities of overbearing whites, none of which,
though, could not develop into any organized and truly e#ective form
of resistance (McMillen 10; Daniel 5071); however, at least as long as
blacks strictly kept their own “places,” under the inﬂuence of strong
paternalist ideology many whites customarily tried to treat them
kindly, and the blacks in return, accordingly, made a point of leading
their own separate lives as quietly as possible.
Consequently, the circumstances concerning the reality of ordi-
nary blacks’ feelings, that is, their actual su#erings, were never serious-
ly considered or even publicly expressed by either ordinary whites or
many of the su#ering blacks themselves; ordinary blacks, in short, as
long as they do not get involved with serious race problems, did not
quite know whether the neighboring blacksor they themselveswere
really su#ering or not, most of them seeming simply to lead lives that
appear peaceful at least on the surface. Tolerable forms of resistance
against white oppression such as small thefts or negligent working
attitudes reinforced the whites’ assumptions that, because blacks were
an irresponsible and inferior race, they can lead happy lives only if they
were under the sophisticated and humane white political, economic
and cultural rule; the whites tried to brush some extreme cases of black
resistance away as nothing more than blatant anomalies, making their
own fundamental belief in the ethical validity of their relationship with
the blacks all the stronger for those counter-evidence (Taylor 15). To
cap it all, especially the black house servants working in upper-class
white households, who are generally considered to have had strong
sense of pride in living near whites, being better-fed, better-dressed
than the “common” blacks and therefore being a kind of black “aristo-
crats” (Powdermaker 6), often openly upheld the Jim Crow system, as
shown in the case of Dilsey’s relationship to Nancy in “That Evening
Sun”: however problematic it is to our eyes today, we cannot overlook
the fact that their lives near the whites could sometimes even be called,
at least in some senses, “happiness.”
The young William Faulkner, indeed, as he poignantly writes in
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his aforementioned essay “Mississippi,” daily witnessed their old house
servant Caroline Barr, an aged female ex-slave, who Faulkner fre-
quently writes unsparingly loved the Falkner children, devote herself
very sincerely to the care of his household matters, often talking
proudly of the ways of the Old South to them. She was a kind of
surrogate mother to them, reputedly far more straightforwardly loving
and devoted than their disciplinarian, distant, biological one (Blotner
13, 18). In short, though we will never know for sureneither did
Faulkner, in this regardwhat she really felt and thought about her
life in the Falkner household, at least for Faulkner, that was his basic
image of blacks. To think seriously about the su#erings of blacks by
the hands of whites, then, for Faulkner, must have been not only
di$cult but also probably simply irrelevant in some senses; the act
would have inevitably entailed questioning Barr’s, or later an equally
dutiful servant Ned Barnet’s also, seemingly genuine personal pride in
their devotion for his family, which could have meant, at least to his
senses, rendering their entire existences meaningless. It was by no
means any wonder, then, that Faulkner had long been unable to
represent blacks in general in any other way than as being more or less
stereotypically dutiful, religious, and strong in their lives in white-
ruling Southern society, as Thadious Davis implies, with the ﬁrst
“innovative” breakthrough, she argues, being the characterization of
Clytie in Absalom, Absalom! (198). If he truly loved “Mammy Callie”
as he suggests in his dedication to her in Go Down, Moses, he must have
seriously thought it even his obligation, in short, to praise the black
people of her kind by paying due honor and respect to their dutiful
services; Faulkner, indeed, could not seriously face the race problems
himself until he began to write Go Down, Moses in 1942, that is, after
Barr died at presumably 100 in 1940, and even when he ﬁnally did, his
ﬁctional treatment of the African American lives in general was at best
problematical, and at its worst mawkish.
Still, as many critics have already argued, after the completion of
his ﬁrst masterpiece, Faulkner, who until then had concerned himself
primarily with his own immediate personal grief deriving from the fact
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that he is a descendant of an old family with anachronistic values and
undeservingly strong pride, had somehow gradually begun to become
aware of the realities of all people in the South, blacks, whites, Indians,
males and females all alike. This inevitably led him to an exploration,
in a far larger social, historical, and cultural context, of how, in the
ﬁrst place, his ever-haunting personal grief and anxiety came to be
born at all, thus enabling him to produce such incomparable master-
pieces of far-reaching social awareness as Light in August, Absalom,
Absalom!, or Go Down, Moses (Porter 16971; Suwabe 35). In such a
context as this, “That Evening Sun” emerges as demonstrating, most
faithfully of all the short stories of his supposedly written between The
Sound and the Fury and Light in August, how di$cult and forbidding,
yet by all means necessary for his later achievement the process of
serious investigation into the darkness of the Southern history must
have been to Faulkner; it is, after all, all embodied in Quentin’s
meandering drama of repression and revelation.
4
Now, the reason I have tried thus far to give an overview of how
Faulkner, along with many other ordinary Southern locals, must have
felt toward the then African American situation is, of course, to lay the
ground as solidly as possible for our discussion of “That Evening Sun.”
Obviously, Faulkner, with his newly emergent social awareness I
discussed in the last section, in “That Evening Sun” incisively criticizes
the ways in which the dominant white society exploits and suppresses
the blacks; however, the fact that the story in which no main character
seems to see the reality of the African Americans clearly is narrated by,
again, someone who deﬁnitely feels but does not quite understand the
full connotations of what he actually witnesses, or still another fact the
blacks here themselves seem more than willing to reinforce the very
system which oppresses them, amply indicates that it is never enough
to merely credit Faulkner here for having ﬁnally become capable of
self-critically discerning the serious shortcomings of his own culture, as
many critics more or less have done so far. If he had wanted merely to
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criticize, in short, he simply could have rendered the lives of the blacks
portrayed here far more conspicuously miserable. In the ﬁrst place,
considering the fact that Mencken, the American champion of the age
of modernism, had already trenchantly pointed out and made infa-
mous all throughout the country the backwardness of the Southern
culture in his famous “The Sahara of Bozart” in 1920, it had already
been established as a cliche´ by the time Faulkner wrote the story to
criticize the Southern racial and cultural benightedness and prejudices;
then, if there is anything truly extraordinary about this story, what
exactly is it?
Actually, Faulkner is here trying to do the two directly opposite
things at once which he himself says in an unpublished 1933 introduc-
tion to The Sound and the Fury he intended to do in the novel, and that
far more self-consciously than he actually did in the novel: to “indict”
and to “escape”(“Introduction” 230). That is, here he is resolutely
trying to go a di$cult way of both severely criticizing the injustices of
the Southern society and, more importantly, nevertheless sym-
pathetically suggesting as obliquely and therefore poignantly as possi-
ble how natural and inevitable it was, as I tried to suggest in the
previous section, for the Southerners, black and white alike, to act and
think and live the way they did; how di$cult it actually was for them,
with their own reality, to face the reality, and therefore how en-
ormously devastating, in other words, it must have been to realize that
the beliefs and codes of living everybody in the Southern society had
been long taking for granted turned out, actually, to be outrageously
wrong; how tremendously strong a blow, in short, the realization must
have brought on the mind of those who had been living long with the
misguided beliefs, in this story the most strongly on Nancy’s, and next
to her on Quentin’s, also.3 Just because it would be so radically
devastating for his own worldview to directly portray and get inside
the situation, Quentin hereand Nancy also in her own lame yet
symbolic impersonation as a “queen” (CS 302) in her story-telling to
the Compson childrencan narrate it only very obliquely.
In this light, it is relevant to point out here that we can surmise
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Faulkner himself in this period also must have felt as strong an impact
resulting from the inevitable collapse of his familiar world. In an
unpublished essay on the composition of Sartoris, supposedly written in
around 1931, he describes how he felt around the time he started to
compose the work which will later be called the ﬁrst of his
“Yoknapatawpha saga”: “I [. . .] felt myself surrounded by the limbo in
which the shady visions, the host which stretched half formed, waiting
each with it’s [sic] portion of that verisimilitude which is bind into a
whole the world which for some reason I believe should not pass
utterly out of the memory of man”(“[Composition]” 118). Hiraishi
Takaki argues that what Faulkner must have been su#ering from
around this time was an acute sense of identity crisis with his “ego-
ideal” vanishing (Melancholic 154). The South he loves was felt to be
irrevocably disappearing at this time with the incoming of the North-
ern values of industriarism and democracy, represented by, for exam-
ple, the “bright-colored, specially-made motor cars” of a “city laun-
dry” (CS 289), as his narrator Quentin clearly declares in the opening
of “That Evening Sun.” Faulkner in this story, that is, secretly yet
purposefully projected onto Nancy and Quentin the whole impact of
this sense of terrible estrangement from one’s beloved world going to
pieces.
5
In the story, as it turns out, the situations surrounding Nancy’s
plight are meticulously chosen and arranged by Faulkner, so that the
story becomes morally extremely ambiguous, refusing to give the
reader any easy impression of direct “indictment” toward the Southern
ways.4 She is portrayed as a proud-looking, beautiful black washing
woman who seems to have a history of sexually serving the white males
in the town not only for money, but also, possibly, even for pleasure
and pride5; at least, she is deﬁnitely not a rape victim. Moreover, she
was arrested at least two times for reasons not provided in the text;
considering another fact that she is deliberately negligent in her work
as a substitute cook in the Compson household for the sick Dilsey, who
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is obviously dutiful and responsible, she surely seems to be the kind of
person who can do, and might possibly have already done, something
really harmful to the community. Indeed, not a few critics have laid at
least some of the blame for her misery on her own self, not on the white
community, and that with reason (Hogan 3; Everett 172; Davis 3032):
probably she is bad in some ways, not merely in stereotypical senses,
and accordingly the way the local people treat her is in a sense not only
natural but also, sometimes, very likely, even ethically simply relevant.
All these facts make the already-ambiguous case of racial injustice
actually unfolding before their eyesand the reader’s eyesstill
harder to simply recognize.
Still, considering yet another hard fact that one of her purported
“customers,” a bank cashier and Baptist church deacon Stovall does
not listen to her desperately claiming the money supposedly for her
sexual services, knocks her down and even kicks her in the face, it is
also certain that she is exploited by the whites in the town in some way
or other; though we will never know for sure who the real father of the
child is, or even whether she really deserves the money she claims from
Stovall, at least she is pregnant, and she unmistakably seriously su#ers
from something for which she cannot possibly hold herself entirely
responsible.
Now, though the real emotions between the black husband and
wife never become clear, many critics have assumed that Nancy and
Jesus genuinely love each other; Noel Polk says that Jesus and Nancy
“seem to love each other deeply, and that both Nancy and the author
do not think of black male sexual relationship as anything sloppy and
irresponsible” (238). Indeed, Nancy says as follows: “Jesus always
been good to me. [. . .] Whenever he had two dollars, one of them was
mine”(CS 294). Although this might merely be a casual speech from
wife to husband, this might just as well be interpreted to indicate
Jesus’s truly authentic love towards Nancy: his willingness to share
everything with Nancy half and half. Consequently, many commenta-
tors including Cleanth Brooks relevantly interprets Nancy’s fear not so
much as illogical but as logically stemming from her strong sense of
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guilt toward her husband for the sexual service she more or less
willingly o#ered to whites (Brooks 23537; Lee 4950; Hiraishi 24).
Nevertheless, implicitly trying to answer the questions “what does
Jesus actually feel? and where is he?,” most critics so far, as if to
inadvertently duplicate such mental blindness of the then Southern
people as discussed in the previous sections, have unanimously based
their arguments on what everybody but the narrating Quentin in the text
including the child Quentin, of courseseems to ﬁrmly believe: a
black husband, even when he knows his wife is sexually exploited and
made pregnant by some whites, will not do anything to protest the
situation, as can be characteristically seen in the next comment:
Jesus, apparently, cannot tolerate the thought Nancy being preg-
nant by a white man. He leaves Je#erson. [. . .] She also knows
that he is intimidated by the power of the whites and that he must
wreak his vengeance upon her instead [. . .]. (Volpe 78)
Here this critic seems to be totally convinced that, even if Jesus loves
his wife and therefore under the circumstances is full of rage against
the whites, he nevertheless cannot do anything to whites, because he is
always under the severe surveillance of the town’s white authority and
therefore powerless, so that all he is expected to do is either to
childishly try to vent his frustrated anger on his wife or simply to ﬂee,
consequently deserting her; in short, in politically correctly over-
emphasizing, somehow, Jesus’s supposed impotency and resultant sub-
jugation to white dominance, most critics so far basically have never
dared to question the reason Mr. Comspon casually and stereotypically
suggests for Jesus’s temporary absence:
“Well, he [Jesus]’s gone now,” father [Mr. Compson] said.
“There’s nothing for you [Nancy] to be afraid of now. And if you
let white men alone.”
[. . .]
“If you behave yourself, you’d have kept out of this,” father
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said. “But it’s all right now. He’s probably in St. Louis now.
Probably got another wife by now and forgot all about you.” (CS
295)
Even the aforementioned Polk argues as follows, trying to answer an
arbitrary question, “why does Jesus get mad at Nancy, his wife, not at
the whites who are really to blame?”: “[t]he answers are more psycho-
logical than sociological; he strikes out at the only thing he feels he
possibly can strike out at, the woman he loves [. . .]” (238). On the
surface, to be sure, this is a perfectly sound interpretation; the situation
seems to demonstrate exactly what such historians as Bertram Wyatt-
Brown or Melissa Walker convincingly argue as to the psychologically
debilitating e#ects of slavery or the Jim Crow system on the mind of
black males: blacks were, as a consequence of their long history of
subjugation, strongly pressured, and therefore naturally accustomed,
to remain as silent as possible whenever “race problems” are involved
in a case (Wyatt-Brown 186; Walker 96101).
Nevertheless, with an appropriate amount of reservation, and
despite what I said in the section 3 concerning the need for culturally
relative perspectives, in some cases the readers of Faulkner cannot but
dare imaginatively cross the boundaries between races, classes,
ethnicities, or genders, venturing into a di$cult terrain of universality:
a sphere where they must try, while fully aware of the sheer di$culty
or impossibility thereof, to imagine as much as possible what a charac-
ter from di#erent social categories than their own is, or must be, really
thinking in a given situation. This, of course, becomes a really prob-
lematic undertaking especially when it involves hierarchical power
relations, for it inevitably brings the readers into the realm of highly
controversial issues of what the author of Orientalism suggests as
follows by quoting the words of Franz Fanon: “the universal is always
achieved at the expense of the native” (Said 112). Yet, the reason I
nevertheless argue as I do above is because that is exactly what
Faulkner is doing with many of his works including “That Evening
Sun”: one of this story’s supposedly underlying thematic concerns is, in
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fact, what it means to try to imagine what people generally feel when
someone they truly love has a sexual relationship with someone else
who is socially superior to them, regardless of their own races or classes.
In this context, it is no coincidence that, as Polk again states elsewhere,
the theme of “cuckoldry” is what must have been seriously bothering
Faulkner in this period in his private life, thereby constituting one of
the most important problems in his writing process then (143).
Estelle Oldham, a daughter of one of the most distinguished
families in Je#erson, had been Faulkner’s “sweetheart” since his child-
hood and reputedly been romantically “committed” to him (Minter 27
28); as she grew up to be very popular among the Je#erson society,
however, she ended up rejecting him in 1919 in favor of a dashing
University of Mississippi graduate and practicing lawyer in Honolulu,
Cornell Franklin, with apparently much brighter future promise than
Faulkner, a mere would-be writer and high-school dropout then. The
fact so visibly devastated Faulkner, as his brother John reminisces in
his memoir: “his world went to pieces” (133). Moreover, to make bad
situations still worse, though Estelle had two children with Franklin,
Estelle’s marriage life with him, to Faulkner’s eyes, was never a happy
one; in their 1920s’ characteristically fast lifestyle with many parties,
dances and gamblings, they gradually got estranged, and they fre-
quently experimented with living apart, with Franklin abroad in
Shanghai, Estelle with the children back in Oxford living with her
parents; they ultimately ﬁled for divorce. Faulkner, chivalrously solic-
itous over her happiness, always did his best to better the situation,
trying to comfort Estelle, who, mentally unstable, could not handle her
frayed personal situations; ultimately he decided to marry her in 1929
despite strong advice to the contrary from his friends and family:
Estelle was known to drink heavily, and, above anything else, was a
divorced woman with two children (Blotner 125; Parini 140). She, in
a ﬁt of desperation for her dim and uncertain future with Faulkner,
even tried to commit suicide by drowning herself during their honey-
moon trip to Pascagoula (Blotner 245).
Faulkner seems to have retained a strong obsession toward this
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aspect of his private matters all throughout his life; especially in this
period created many ﬁctional situations with diverse ethnic back-
grounds evocative more or less of this private situation of his own, for
example, most conspicuously, of course, the love-triangle relationship
with an impending problem of a child between Quentin, Caddy, and
Dalton Ames or other men she ﬂirts with in The Sound and the Fury;
or the one between a black slave, his wife, and an Indian man who
supposedly impregnates the black wife in “Jusitice”; or the one between
Jesus, Nancy, and white males including Stovall, one of whom is
supposed to make Nancy pregnant, in “That Evening Sun.” We will
surely have some legitimacy, in short, in crossing the color/class line to
relate Jesus in this story, a black yet at the same time a cuckolded male
also, to white Quentin Compson: the adult Quentin in “That Evening
Sun,” especially in light of his own traumatically “unmanly” experi-
ence in The Sound and the Fury, has ample reasons to poignantly
imagine what Jesus will do under the circumstances resembling his
own. Let us examine the problem for a while here.
In the traditional Southern culture which valued the concept of
“honor” above anything else as Wyatt-Brown argues, when a man ﬁnds
out that the woman whom he lovesthat is, whom he chivalrously
feels obligated to protecthas a sexual relationship with another man,
whether it was with or without mutual consent the former man is very
strongly encouraged to feel that “honor” is seriously at stake, be it his,
hers, or his family’s: “Fierce retaliation was [. . .] mandatory when a
daughter, wife, or mother had been dishonored” (Wyatt-Brown,
Honor 53). In Faulkner’s ﬁction, also, we have ample examples thereof:
to name only a few, we have Bylon Bunch challenging Lucas Burch for
Lena Grove in Light in August; Henry Sutpen challenging Charles Bon
for his sister Judith in Absalom, Absalom!; or even the poor white
Wash Jones killing his landlord Thomas Sutpen for the sullied honor of
his own daughter Milly in “Wash.” Among them, of course, Quentin
Compson who challenges Dalton Ames in The Sound and the Fury is
the most conspicuous example. Quentin declares to his sister Caddy
who insinuates having had sex with Dalton Ames, a man older and
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physically stronger than Quentin: “tomorrow I will kill him I swear I
will” (95); he accordingly challenges Ames at a bridge over a creek in
Je#erson, though we must never forget here, however, that the prob-
lem with Quentin is that he cannot act as beﬁtting a Southern male, as
can be seen in the next quotation:
I [Quentin] hit him [Dalton Ames] my open hand beat the
impulse to shut it to his face his hand moved as fast as mine [. . .]
I swung with the other hand he caught it too before the cigarette
reach the water he held both my wrists in the same hands [. . .]”
(SF 102)
Immediately after this scene, Ames almost patronizingly dares Quentin
to shoot him by handing Quentin a loaded gun, yet Quentin cannot do
so; thus he miserably fails to conduct himself in the duel according to
the acknowledged code of honor, which leaves a serious scar on his
pride as a Southern male.
Although the situation was primarily the case with the Southern
white males before and after the Civil War, the problem was, at least in
Faulkner’s imagination, deﬁnitely something directly related to univer-
sal human emotions. For example, in the aforementioned “Justice,”
which was written almost at the same time as “That Evening Sun,” a
black slave deﬁantly challenges an Indian, who by using his power as a
member of the dominant social caste sexually exploits and makes
pregnant his wife, to a game of cock-ﬁghting and wins the game,
afterwards triumphantly stomping on the latter’s defeated cock until
“it didn’t look like a cock at all” (CS 356); or, a black in “Fire and
Hearth” in Go Down, Moses deﬁantly challenges his landlord, who
arbitrarily keeps at his side his beloved wife, a case which will be
discussed more in detail later.
Here, of course it is necessary to point out the characteristically
Southern male chauvinism involved in these cases; their acts all clearly
presuppose that a woman is a man’s possession with no independent
will of her own. The point of our discussion here, however, is to
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conﬁrm that, throughout Faulkner’s ﬁction, when put in such a situa-
tion as clepicted in “That Evening Sun,” a man, regardless of his race
or class, tends very often to confront the other party. Ifhowever
problematic it may bethat is supposed to be what Faulkner thinks is
the universal way a man feels motivated to act under such circum-
stances, what about Jesus in “That Evening Sun”?
In this light, we can never overlook Jesus’s deﬁant words as in the
next quotation, his only direct speech in the story. He is in the kitchen
of the Compson house, talking with Nancy while the Compson chil-
dren are around:
He [Jesus] said it was a watermelon that Nancy had under her
dress.
“It never come o# of your vine, though,” Nancy said.
“O# of what vine?” Caddy said.
“I can cut down the vine it did come o# of,” Jesus said.
[. . .]
“I cant hang around white man’s kitchen,” Jesus said. “But
white man can hang around mine. White man can come in my
house, but I cant stop him. When white man want to come in my
house, I aint got no house. I cant stop him, but he cant kick me
outten it. He cant do that.” (CS 292)
This important dialogue has so far been interpreted by most critics to
indicate Jesus’s agony over his impotence in the white supremacist
society. For instance, aforementioned Volpe explains that “[i]n one of
the saddest, most moving passages in the story, Jesus decribes his
humiliation by the white man and his powerlessness against him” (79).
Kuyk, Kuyk, and Miller also consider the scene as representing the
collective “unman [ning]” (38) of a black male not only by whites but
also by black females, to which Towner agrees by suggesting that the
scene most characteristically exempliﬁes “the reality of racial hierar-
chy” (20) in the story.
However, since “the vine” Jesus referred to here is clearly meant
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for a white male sexual organ, what he actually intimates when he says
he “can cut down the vine” cannot merely be his “powerlessness”;
despite his careful use of euphemism which indicates his reasonable
vigilance around a white household, what we can never miss in this
loaded expression of his is, in fact, his strong desire for an aggressive
act, and even his conﬁdence in carrying it out: he is, in short, clearly
threatening to kill and castrate the white man who supposedly im-
pregnated his wife; indeed, Quentin consistently portrays Jesus’s char-
acter as ominous and deﬁant all throughout the story: “he [Jesus] was
a short black man, with a razor scar down his face” (CS 290). Even
as we feel stronglyand relevantly, of courseadvised to regard
Jesus’s speech primarily as the very sign of inhumane victimization and
exploitation of blacks by white power, here we should take it also as a
coded declaration of Jesus’s pride and fury toward not only the
particular men who actually took his wife at liberty but also the whole
dominant race, a theme which will ﬁnd its ﬁrst legitimately realistic
expressions in American Literature in Richard Wright’s “Long Black
Song” in 1938.
“Long Black Song” has strikingly similar settings to “That Eve-
ning Sun” and therefore functions as a good reference point in reading
“That Evening Sun,” so let us brieﬂy consider the story here. Silas, a
black husband, kills a white salesman of gramophones after ﬁnding out
that the white man and his wife Sarah had a sexual relationship in his
own home while he was away on business. After the murder, he erupts
in agony in front of his distracted wife and the white man’s dead body:
“[. . .] Gawd! Gawd, Ah wish alla them white folks wuz dead!
Dead, Ah tell yuh! Ah wish Gawd would kill them all!”
[. . .]
“The white folks ain never gimme a chance! They ain never
give no black man a chance! There ain nothing in yo whole life
yuh kin keep from em! They take yo lan! They take yo freedom.
They take yo women! N then they take your life!” He turned to
her [Sarah], screaming. “N then Ah gits stabbed in the back by
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mah own blood! When mah eyes is on the white folks to keep em
from killin me, mah own blood trips me up!” He knelt again in the
dust and sobbed; after a bit he looked to the sky, his face wet with
tears. (152)
He is shot to death and burned with his cabin afterwards by the
swarming white authority ﬁgures, and the wife, hiding nearby and
crying, “Naw, Gawd!” (156), ﬂees with their baby in her arms.
Deﬁnitely di#erent in tone yet nevertheless strongly evocative of
Faulkner’s story in its basic settings, thus it realistically and shockingly
articulates a Southern black man’s humiliating experiences and his
irrepressible anger, which strongly urges the reader to reconsider what
has so far been said of the situation surrounding the black couple in
“That Evening Sun.”
What is truly ironic and sad about “That Evening Sun” is,
however, that, unlike Sarah in Wright’s story, Nancy does not seem to
quite understand the undertones of those potentially poignant words of
her beloved husband’s; the next quotation depicts Nancy’s immediate
reaction to them:
“What makes you want to talk like that before these chillen?”
Nancy said. “Why’nt you go on to work?” (CS 292)
Here, Quentin does not narrate how Nancy said these lines, so we
cannot know for sure the exact nuances of her speech; yet at least she
does not seem to be very attentive toward the real meanings, if at all,
of her husband’s words, apparently parrying them as if to take it as
part of a vulgar talk that should be kept out of the upper-class
Compson children’s earshot; Jesus’s anger, accordingly, remains un-
heard by no one but Quentin who silently and objectively records the
husband’s words. As we have already seen in the previous sections,
what Jesus is possibly intimating here must be something a little too
seditious for average Southerners, black and white alike, to truly
appreciate; Nancy, as a black seemingly “properly” educated enough,
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basically, to regularly carry out her duty of collecting white laundry
which the Southern segregated society expects of her, should never
have thought of such an act as “cutting o# the vine” of the whites as
really possible or even imaginable. Indeed, one critic, as if to un-
wittingly echo Nancy’s incredulity, suggests that Jesus’s comment
here, especially as to his euphemism about the “watermelon,” would
strike the reader as a mere joke (Skei, Reading 185).
Nancy’s ﬁrm yet misguided convictions as to the Southern race
relations in general are also manifest in another important scene where,
going back home to her cabin with the Compson children accompany-
ing her, Nancy behaves strangely, talking loud to no one as if Mr.
Compson were also coming along with her; here she pitiably ﬁrmly
believes it would scare the supposedly vengeful Jesus away, if he is
hiding somewhere near her at all:
“What are you talking so loud for, Nancy?” Caddy said.
“Who, me?” Nancy said. “Listen at Quentin and Caddy and Jason
saying I’m talking loud.”
“You talk like there was ﬁve of us here,” Caddy said. “You talk
like father was here, too.”
“Who; me talking loud, Mr. Jason?” Nancy said.
“Nancy called Jason ‘Mister,’” Caddy said. (CS 301)
Thus, however desperate and daredevil Nancy may appear in her
reckless appeal to Stovall, in her basic worldview a black male cannot
be anything but a black male, who supposedly cannot do anything even
to his own wife as long as a white paternalistic master is around to
“protect” her: a situation which poignantly echoes the kitchen scene in
which Jesus was seen to lament his own powerlessness. Towner and
Carothers say that “the essential subject of the story is the racial
division and its origins in the white’s condescending, abusive, and
oblivious treatment of blacks” (152); then, now we have also to
conclude here that in this story there is a striking discrepancy not only
between the races but also within a single black raceor, more proper-
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ly, within a single black household. If Nancy is feeling truly guilty to
the extent that she even loses her sanity, then, her strong sense of guilt
will have to derive not from the fact that she willingly o#ered sexual
service to white men, as has been assumed so far, but the irrevocable
fact that she could not understand what her own beloved husband was
really su#ering from; she is not capable of verbally grasping the whole
situation, as is not Quentin, either, yet she can feel itthrough her
genuine love toward him, which I think is the primary cause for the
enigmatic process of her “existential” collapse.6
In this context, aforementioned “Fire and Hearth” and another
story in Go Down, Moses “Pantaloon in Black,” published about ten
years later than “That Evening Sun,” o#er a good perspective. The
proud black protagonist Lucas Beauchamp in the former novella,
protesting his landlord taking liberty with his wife, goes up to the
landlord’s house with a razor in his hand. Lucas thinks “I got to kill
him or I got to leave here”; overpowering the landlord in the confronta-
tion, he successfully wins back his wife (Moses 48, 5156); the latter
story features a black youth named Rider, who mourns the death of his
beloved wife so much so that, in grief, he deﬁes some gambling whites
and kills one of them, ending up getting killed by a lynching mob; a
deputy later tells his wife how he heard from his colleague that the
black man said, when in a prison held down under a pile of other chain
gang blacks after running wild in a ﬁt of intense grief over the death of
his wife: “‘Hit look lack Ah just cant quit thinking [of his dead wife].
Look lack Ah just cant quit’” (Moses 154). When placing “That
Evening Sun” side by side with these stories by the hands of the same
author of genuine love of a black male for his wife and resultant violent
expression of his emotions when something wrong happens to her,
therefore, we cannot but realize that, in the ﬁrst place, there is no
reason in the text whatsoever for stereotypically regarding Jesus, as
most critics have done so far, as either a promiscuous, good-for-
nothing pleasure-seeking husband or a helplessly abusive one trying to
vent his frustrated anger on his still more helpless wife: what we can
say for sure is that, in short, as to the whereabouts of Jesus we cannot
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say anything deﬁnite. If so, there is no reason at all, either, why we
should not imagine the ﬁgure of Jesus at least only in Quentin’s present
imagination gradually taking shape as one which to the eyes of the
reader with ample hindsight distantly presages those authentically
proud and caring black husbands Lucas and Rider, who would later
assume an important position in Faulkner’s imagination.
All the things discussed above considered, if we ever assume some
thematic intertextuality between this story and The Sound and the
Fury, which features his strong obsession with his failure to act
“manly” enough as to the matter between his sister Caddy and the
“cuckolding” Ames, we do have ample reasons to assume that Quentin,
while narrating the events in “That Evening Sun,” cannot but speculate
and also immediately try to repress the painful speculation itself, of
coursethat Jesus in fact, unlike himself, might have gone alone to
chivalrously confront the man who he suspects impregnated his wife
we have no evidence that the man who Jesus suspects impregnated
Nancy is Stovallwith only a razor, not so much exactly to take
revenge as to save “honor,” ending up being killed in return by the
hands of the town’s peace-keeping authority.7 As to the townsfolk’s
handling of the matter, Quentin now can also speculate that, if the
incident ever happened, afterwards the white people concerned could
have made it look as if Jesus had willingly left town for St. Louis or
other big towns seeking for more pleasure. Indeed, in Faulkner’s short
stories we have one telling example thereof in “Dry September,” in
which we can see, the day after a white gang actually lynched and
murdered the black rape-suspect Will Mayes, the townsfolk conspire to
make it seem as if nothing had happened the night before, talking
about how Mayes merely went “on a little trip” (CS 181).
Charles A. Peek is the only critic I know of that suggests the
possibility that Jesus might strike at the whites:
It is quite possible that Jesus, if he is there at all, has as his real
target the white male transgressors of his house, not Nancy and
certainly not Caroline Compson. (140)
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He convincingly regards Jesus and Nancy here as embodying the spirit
of “the blues,” the primary mode of expression of African American
experience, “herald[ing] the portentous changes” (142) to come in the
Southern racial relationship as will become manifest in the later Civil
Rights Movement period. They are, according to him, in short,
representative of the entire black race in the American South; what
they do is not only a series of personal protest for their own private
su#erings and situations but also of public one for the beneﬁt of the
entire African Americans, an argument to which I can also perfectly
agree. Only, by abstractly overemphasizing Jesus’s role as a sort of
black prophet, he overlooks Faulkner’s characteristically Southern
obsession with the sense of honor or the implication of deep love
between Nancy and Jesus, much less what the dead Quentin should be
supposedly thinking when narrating this story, thereby ultimately
stereotypically concluding, as other critics have done, that Jesus ﬁnally
deserts Nancy, heading for the North seeking more economic opportu-
nity, which also rather ﬁttingly corresponds to the historical fact of the
Great Migration.
As I said, yet, where Jesus actually went or whether Jesus actually
tried to kill some white(s) or even articulated such a state of mind to
Nancy as I discussed in relation with Wright’s “Long Black Song” do
not matter much here; the text itself adamantly keeps silent on these
matters in any sense, and that was how Faulkner took pains to make
the story properly function. Nevertheless, we can put the silence itself
into question, and we have progressed thus far by doing so. Critics
have failed to perceive what I have speculated so far because the text’s
primary awareness strongly represses it, for the possible confrontation
simply involves too much impact, too much light for the characters’
blind eyes long accustomed to perfect darkness; it was the way the
ordinary Southern people went about their own daily lives, as I
discussed earlier in the essay, and Faulkner must have been fully aware
that the text as a whole only when functioning in this extremely oblique
way can be both an incisive indictment and a truly faithful reﬂection of
the inexorable situation in which the then Southern people were born,
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an “objective correlative” of what he was actually feeling in his own
life. I am merely proposing that, therefore, with ample reasons we can
visualize Quentin imagining Jesus’s love toward Nancy, his sadness
and desperation in having no one to share his deepest feelings with, in
badly loving someone who would not understand or even care about
them, and in his determination, nevertheless, to take revenge for love
on the one who impregnated his woman: Jesus and Quentinand
Faulkner himself, distantlyvery much mirror each other thus in their
loneliness resulting from loving someone whom they should not love in
the ﬁrst place.
Thus, the reason Faulkner persisted in the name for Nancy’s
husband being “Jesus” is now plain enough. The American Mercury
editor H. L. Mencken argued that Faulkner could not publish the story
in his magazine, whatever merit it might have, unless he change the
possibly “blasphemous” name (Jones 269). Though Faulkner initially
acquiesced to Mencken’s strong suggestion and changed the husband’s
name to “Jubah” for the magazine publication, when he later selected
“That Evening Sun” for his story collection These Thirteen he restored
the original “Jesus”; in the Christian tradition, after all, that is most
beﬁttingly the name for a man who willingly sacriﬁces his own life for
the su#ering of other(s).
6
The speculative reading I have o#ered so far, though having its
own validity, cannot be conﬁrmed in any concrete way; what we must
never forget here is, however, not, as has often been fruitlessly done, to
rehash the oft-asked question of whether the Nancy that appears later
in Intruder in the Dust is the same Nancy of “That Evening Sun”
which, as Faulkner himself said, I think is the case, but that both we
and Quentin can never dismiss the possibility of my speculation here by
giving some valid counter-evidence against it, either. The sheer possibil-
ity is very important in thinking about the story’s situation, for once by
any chance Quentin suspects the incident at all, by its nature the
suspicion will never leave him. The problem of how or whether to
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follow the traditional code of honor latent in Jesus’s situation is,
though a private one, understandably powerful enough to drive
Quentin’s delicate and touchy consciousness away from probing the
matters any further; Quentin, in short, cannot bear to see a supposed
“hero” in Jesus, who can perform an act which he himself cannot
possibly emulate. Yet, the situation concerning Jesus’s murder, when
examined even a little further, can prove having far more serious
implications than that, now that Quentin has thus strongly identiﬁed
or failed to identifywith Jesus.
If it really happened, it was a murder of a blacknot an anony-
mous black, but Jesus, the one whom now Quentin poignantly believes
he knows very intimately; even Quentin, totally caught in his
narcissistic though poignant agony over his unmanliness and the
resultant disintegration of his family honor, therefore, will not remain
long in ignorance of the serious social implication thereof. It is, we can
imagine, a horrible incident, which, ultimately, will violently pull him
away from those of his egotistical obsessions, compelling him to
directly face instead the visceral reality of those atrocities which whites
in the South have long frantically supported and carried out in the
name of slavery, the Jim Crow, or even the Christian God. Thus,
consequently, a series of basically unanswerable yet all-too-important
questions concerning the Southern race relationship, which, in all, will
surely irrevocably subvert his entire worldview, will inevitably arise.
First, if Quentin, ﬁfteen years later, should suspect that Jesus
might have been killed by some of the townspeople, then the question
of whether his father, Mr. Compson, knew it at all should inevitably
come up next; and if he did, how he knew it and how much he knew of
it will be the next logical question. Quentin clearly states that it was
Mr. Compson who ﬁrst drove Jesus away from the Compson house:
“Sometimes the husbands of the washing women would fetch and
deliver the clothes, but Jesus never did that for Nancy, even before
Father told him to stay away from our house” (CS 290). Indeed,
curiously, Mr. Compson throughout the story seems rather unusually
sure of Jesus’s not coming back in town, as can be seen in the following
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scene where Mr. and Mrs. Compson argue over whether the husband
should leave the house escorting home the frightened Nancy, who
purportedly claims that she heard Jesus is back in town:
“I’m going to walk down the lane with Nancy,” he said. “She says
that Jesus is back.”
“Has she seen him?” mother said.
“No. Some Negro sent her word that he was back in town. I won’t
be long.”
“You’ll leave me alone, to take Nancy home?” mother said. “Is
her safety more precious to you than mine?”
“I won’t be long,” father said.
“You’ll leave these children unprotected, with that Negro about?”
[. . .]
“Nonsense,” father said. “We won’t be long.” (CS 293)
Of course, here Mr. Compson might be this sure that Jesus is not back
in town despite Nancy’s claim to the contrary because he is, as we have
already seen, simply strongly convinced in his stereotypical under-
standing of black emotional life that Jesus will never come back, totally
fed up with his life with Nancy in Je#erson; yet, considering the fact
that he does not mind in the least leaving his wife and children alone in
the house despite Nancy clearly said that some black person had told
her that Jesus was back in town, indeed, the situation seems at least
strange. In the ﬁrst place, it was presumably because he judged that
Jesus, with his sinister “razor scar” (CS 299) on his face, might do
something harmful to his family, especially to Mrs. Compson, a
“Southern Lady,” that he ordered Jesus not come near the house at all:
presumably a typical case of what Cash termed “the rape complex”
that most strongly characterizes the mind of the then whites (115).
Joel Williamson wrote of the overall situation of the then Southern
society surrounding the issue, “[n]owhere was it [the supposed “retro-
gression” and “becoming bestial” of blacks as a result of the emancipa-
tion] more clear or threatening than in the alarming increase of rapes
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and attempted rapes by black men upon white woman” (156). Under
the circumstances, in short, even allowing for their conjugal relation-
ship presumably having already become cold, Mr. Compson here
should be at least a little more cautious than he actually seems to be in
leaving his wife and children alone in the house. The same can be said
also to the famously problematic last scene in which Mr. Compson
“deserts” Nancy, taking children back home, despite her strong claim
that Jesus must be hiding somewhere “in the ditch yonder” (CS 307);
Mr. Compson, as if he knows it, says to Caddy, who asks him if Jesus
is really hid in the ditch or not, as follows: “‘He’s not there. [. . .] He
went away a long time ago.’” (CS 309)
As we have already seen, Mr. Compson surely demonstrates to the
reader many unmistakable cognitive defects concerning the African
American emotional lives; nevertheless, he is, at least to Quentin’s eyes,
a responsibly benevolent and powerful father worthy of his status as
the patriarch of an old planter family, who willingly o#ers to protect
his “inferiors” despite his wife’s persistent insistence to the contrary; or
rather, we should say that Quentin here tries to describe his father as
favorably as possible in those terms, especially when compared with his
mother, who is seemingly depicted to be for the most part selﬁshly
complaining only about her own plight. Indeed, among all the
Compson family members, it is only between Quentin and his father
that we can recognize some unmistakable shades of sympathy toward
each other, as can be felt in the next quotation:
“Jason!” mother said. She was speaking to father. You could tell
that by the way she said the name. [. . .] I stayed quiet, because
father and I both knew that mother would want him to make me
stay with her if she just thought of it in time. So father didn’t look
at me. I was the oldest. I was nine and Caddy was seven and Jason
was ﬁve. (CS 294)
Here the narrating Quentin is keenly aware that he was the eldest of
the Compson siblings, which means a lot in a Southern family. Indeed,
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John T. Irwin in his inﬂuential argument once declard that the reason
why Quentin claims to his father in The Sound and the Fury that he
committed incest with his sister is because of his Oedipal desire to
challenge his father (2022), which in itself indicates that Quentin
desperately wants his father to be powerful enough for him to rebel
against at all, having the ultimate authority to give meaning to his
existence.
Kazuhiko Goto, in this line, also claims that “Quentin’s death [in
The Sound and the Fury] is triggered by and devoted to his father. It
is not only a disappointment in and a desire to overcome him, but also
a sympathy and a declaration of his ultimate respect toward his father”
(271). If so, what if his father, to whom Quentin feels he should
devote his “ultimate respect,” should have not only known about the
supposed murder but also been, in fact, somehow involved with the
supposed murder of Jesus?; even if not directly involved, but indirectly,
say, through his inﬂuence on the sheri# or in collusion even with
Stovall?; if Stovall is depicted here as an incorrigibly unscrupulous
man, typical of the emerging New South ethics Quentin seems to
lament at the beginning of the story, then what about his own father?
Moreover, still more seriously, what if Quentin should happen to
perceive, in the manner of his mother complaining of being left alone
in the house that we saw above in the last block quotation but one, not
only her “selﬁsh” worries about her own safety but also some possible
connotation of reasonable sexual rivalry? Elizabeth Fox-Genovese and
Cash argues how in the slavery period similar instances could often be
observed in the plantation household containing many black female
house servants (Fox-Genovese 380; Cash 8586). Indeed, Faulkner
himself was well aware of the issue, having already hinted at it in a
short story “There Was a Queen” which, according to Skei, was
written by 1929 (Faulkner 3637). In the story, the house servant
Elnora is shown to be a daughter of the master Sartoris and his female
slave; Faulkner will, of course, treat the theme in full most signiﬁcantly
later in Go Down, Moses. Actually, here we can still further speculate
that the issue must have been among his most important concerns for
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a long period in his life: Joel Williamson substantiates that Faulkner’s
own great-grandfather actually had sexual relationship with some of
his slaves, having two “mulatto” children live near his own household
(2229), though no actual statement or scholarly research has as yet
been made to suggest any possibility of his own father’s sustained
“a#airs” with black women, much less Faulkner’s own, though in his
late twenties he sometimes “spiced his conversation with references to
the illegitimate children he had left in and around Oxford” (Minter
47).
All these things above considered, reading enigmatically reticent
“That Evening Sun,” we could surely feel something suspicious among
the three parties, distantly evocative of a love triangle: Nancy is a
beautiful and reputedly promiscuous young black woman, the bed-
rooms of the husband and wife are, as far as we can see, separate, and,
above anything else, a wife is rather excessively accusing her husband
of caring more about the beautiful black woman than about her. There
is no deﬁnite evidence whatsoever for or against the suspicion, again,
of course, yet the situation is exactly the same with Quentin, too: as is
clear in Othello, there being no evidence itself can sometimes be more
than enough to foment suspicions. Thus, Quentin might well harbor,
yet by its nature could not possibly articulate, the following dangerous
question: was it not, in fact, none other than his father, not Stovall,
who impregnated Nancy and infuriated Jesus, and who therefore was
directly, not indirectly, responsible for Jesus’s supposed murder?
The last question posited above is dangerous enough; his father’s
moral authority, which as we saw is truly important for Quentin, is
seriously at stake here. Considering the fact that the Compson family
is rather transparently based on Faulkner’s own, it would be more than
natural if Faulkner chose not to articulate such a compromising
situation in such a setting; both of his parents were still alive during the
composition of this story.
However, what we must never miss here is that, if Quentin ever
continues questioning the situation surrounding the black and white
couples thus, he should inevitably encounter another still more danger-
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ous question, the mere asking of which must have been not merely
abhorrent, but also too dangerous for him to maintain not only the
honor of his family but also the sheer validity of his existence as a
Southern white male: who, in the ﬁrst place, is that another Compson,
Benjy? He should already have grown into a three-year-old boy by the
time the narrated events took place; as long as this is a story about the
Compson family, he should be somewhere in the household, or at least
be referred to by some family member at some point of the narration,
which actually is not the case. Although critics have traditionally
interpreted his absence either as merely ba%ing or as enlightening only
as to the problem of chronological order in which the story and The
Sound and the Fury were respectively written, in light of our discussion
so far the situation can be far more signiﬁcant, for we would be
justiﬁed in supposing that, if Quentin should have suspected some
sexual relationship between his father and Nancy, he should inevitably
have suspected further about the inevitable outcome of such a relation-
ship.
Simply put, Quentin, while narrating the story, might uncon-
sciously suspect that Benjy might actually be a child of Nancy and his
father, and that Benjy’s disability might be, therefore, because of a
“curse” deriving somehow from such a horrible relationship. In the
second chapter of The Sound and the Fury, Quentin narrates that her
mother regards Benjy as a “punishment” of some sort for her “sin” (SF
65); indeed, regarding her son’s intellectual disability as inauspicious,
Mrs. Compson readily changes her third son’s name from the original
“Maury” to “Benjamin,” an act which induces a household servant
Versh to call Benjy a “blue-gum” (SF 44). Of course, Versh’s act might
literally and on the surface of the text mean simply that Benjy, when he
turned out to be mentally retarded, was virtually banished from the
dominant white society. However, we must also remember here that in
the South the epithet was customarily used to refer primarily to a black
person (Brown 33), which, at least on a symbolic level, surely makes
Benjy’s racial identity rather problematic.
When we also remember the fact here that in “That Evening Sun”
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Jesus himself is also depicted to be a man of highly obscure racial
origin and, as Slabey speculates from the color of Nancy’s hand
(brown), Nancy can also be a mulatto (411), and also that, some years
later in Absolom, Absolom! a black idiot, Jim Bond, strikingly evocative
of Benjy, appears as the ultimate symbol of the South’s hideous racial
realities, it seems not unreasonable to say here that Benjy is absent in
this story not because he is simply irrelevant to the story’s central
concerns, as many critics have argued so far, but because he is, rather,
too important a character in Quentin’s narrating mind here, who,
when Faulkner was writing this story, had already begun to assume the
central position in his imaginative exploration of one of the most
important themes in his career: the problem of miscegenation.
In this line, we can say something important about Mr. Lovelady,
an ominous ﬁgure who appears rather abruptly toward the end of the
story only for a moment. He is introduced as a man who was once
witnessed to take his own daughter somewhere after his wife’s myste-
rious suicide; the daughter has never been seen by the townspeople
since. Though we are not provided with any more concrete informa-
tion than this to say anything deﬁnite about this confoundingly tragic
situation, Quentin at least tells us that Mr. Lovelady frequented the
negro quarters in Je#erson: in our discussion here we can assume, in
short, that Quentin here might be distantly insinuating the issue of
white conjugal failure and resultant miscegenation: a problem which
we have just supposed might be tormenting Quentin’s unconscious
mind, yet which was also too delicate for Quentin’s detailed reﬂections.
This seems to help explain, also, the reason why the references of
Nancy’s pregnancy abruptly disappear at some point of the narration,
a mystery to which critics have never given a fully convincing account;
Nancy, we can assume, must have given birth to her child somewhere
outside the text. Then, in the context of our discussion, we can also
assume that it would be because Quentin, with his supposed serious
doubts about Benjy’s racial origin, unconsciously evades talking about
a possibly “mulatto” child actually being born. In this line of thought,
we might also remember the important fact that “Justice,” another
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Compson family story in which Benjy’s existence is also completely
erased from the text, is ﬁrst and foremost about the mixed racial origin
of their childhood acquaintance, Sam Fathers, who is also called a
“blue-gum.” In the context of my discussion here, thus, “That Evening
Sun” can have far more seriously provocative undertones concerning
the issue of racial identity than has previously been assumed.
Nancy, in a moment of acute despair of her own plight, makes a
poignant comment about her unchangeable racial identity: “I ain’t
nothing but a nigger [. . .]. It ain’t none of my fault” (CS 293). This
was a grim fact of the Deep South at that time, to be sure; yet, on the
other hand, when he published “That Evening Sun” in 1931,
Faulkner’s acumen had already had Quentin murmur what would later
become a “global standard” understanding of the culturally-
constructed quality of the idea “racial identity”: “a nigger is not a
person so much as a form of behavior; a sort of obverse reﬂection of
the white people he lives among” (SF 55). If the statement is true,
whether one is a black or not will ultimately be reduced to a simply
plastic matter of one’s willful choices and performances. Indeed, it was
because deep down in their heart the Southern whites all knew that in
reality there was nothing deﬁnite about the seemingly clear-cut color
line that they tried, in the ﬁrst place, so frantically to defend it during
this period.
Nevertheless, now that we have followed Quentin through his
supposed subconscious musings in “That Evening Sun” thus, we will
have to conclude that Quentin here will ﬁnally arrive at an understand-
ing that, in fact, easily overpowers his sociologically penetrating and
sophisticated, yet at the same time characteristically intellectual and
abstract, understanding as to the “truth” of the Southern race relations
cited above: “That Evening Sun” posits, in short, that a black is born
not of social behavior but simply and inexorably of human semen and
an ovum, at least either of which comes from a person considered black.
Joel Williamson says, writing about one of America’s most deep-rooted
obsessions of the periodwhat Eric Sundquist called “white racial
hysteria” (75), that in the early twenty century South people “came
 70 
to fear hidden blackness, the blackness within seeming whiteness”
(Crucible 464).Under the circumstances, then, not only Benjy but also
Jason, Caddy, and Quentin himself, therefore, might actually be
categorized as “Negro,” or at least so Quentin seriously fears: the
theme of ambiguity of racial identity which will be fully explored as
something that can easily destroy Southern white individuals’espe-
cially males’whole existence later in Light in August and Absalom,
Absalom!. Quentin’s younger brother Jason’s ba%ingly persistent
claims that he “ain’t a nigger,” one characteristic example of which is
the next quotation, then, can properly be interpreted in this context:
“Jesus is a nigger,” Jason said.
“I can feel him,” Nancy said. “I can feel him laying yonder in the
ditch.”
“Tonight?” Dilsey said. “Is he here tonight?”
“Dilsey’s a nigger, too,” Jason said.
[. . .]
“I ain’t a nigger,” Jason said.
[. . .]
“I ain’t a nigger,” Jason said. “Are you a nigger, Nancy?”
“I hellborn, child,” Nancy said. “I wont be nothing soon. I going
back where I come from soon.” (CS 29798)
7
Somewhere beneath the seemingly innocent surface of Quentin’s
Southern twilight of “That Evening Sun,” the deﬁant Jesus with “the
devil in him” (CS 295) must, as Nancy claims, all the time be hiding;
only, it is not so much Stovall or Mrs. Compson, much less his beloved
Nancy, as the narrating Quentin, that he is really threatening to attack.
In The Sound and the Fury, Quentin tries to drown in the Charles
River his own egotistical sorrows concerning his incestuous desire
toward his promiscuous sister; Jesus here, however, so Quentin must be
imagining, ﬁercely demands that Quentin face his real burden as a
Southern white male: not his familial and therefore “small” burden but
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the entire one of the whole Southern racial history, of which he, as he
will have to realize sooner or later, is inexorably a part. If Quentin will
realize the sheer weight, as is well known, later at the ending of
Absalom, Absalom! and determine to settle the whole account of justice
still later by transforming himself into Ike McCaslin in Go Down,
Moses, then we can validly imagine here that Jesus’s supposedly
ine#able solitude and desperation only felt vaguely in the ominous
atmosphere must have been, nevertheless, transmitted in its entirety to
Quentin already in “That Evening Sun” through Nancy’s poignantly
eerie moaning of “Jeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeesus” (CS 296). While the nine-
year-old Quentin, when he actually heard Nancy plaintively mention
the name, apparently wisely judges it to be the name of “the other
Jesus” (CS 297), the postmortem Quentin now must realize that the
“Jeeeeeeeeeeeeeeesus” Nancy was then referring to, sitting alone on the
stairs one lonely midnight in his childhood, was, in fact, her proud and
loving, yet hopelessly lonely husband with an indelible “razor scar
down his face” (CS 290).
NOTES
1 Faulkner’s trademark obsession with the past, as is obvious all throughout his
so-called “major phase,” tends to take the form of exploring the “might-have-
beens”; Krister Friday writes of Light in August that “[t]he novel does, however,
represent the ﬁrst of several attempts to address the issue of miscegenation and race
relations, and it does, more importantly, reveal Faulkner’s preference for represent-
ing miscegenation as a threatening possibility, as a might-have-been resistant to the
narrative and historiographic demands placed upon it. [I]n Light in August it is this
condition of possibility that allows Faulkner to depict race as a temporal condition
and as a means of ﬁguring an anxiousand always unﬁnishedrelationship to the
past” (4344).
2 Sato Yoshiaki demonstrated that what Nancy sings here should in all likelihood be
not of such genre as “Negro Spiritual,” which in its religiously hopeful strain can
help even the white protagonists of Sartoris or The Sound and the Fury rea$rm
their weakened beliefs in the “stability”of the old Southern ways, but “the blues,”
a more indigenously black music genre, which was developed exclusively among the
blacks to give voice primarily to such deeply personal emotions as pain, grief, love,
or violent sexual desires in black everyday life in the rural American South (25).
Yet, what I would like to add here in particular is that “the blues” Sato claims
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Nancy must be singing here should never be anything like “St. Louis Blues,” a
gentriﬁed blues tune which was composed by W. C. Handy and became very
popular even among the white market in the 1920s; nothing in the uncannily
visceral grotesquery in Nancy’s moaning, indeed, reminds one of the sophisticated
world-weariness inherent in “St. Louis Blues.” It must be, rather, therefore, more
of a darker and more visceral genre “Field Holler” or “Mississippi Delta Blues,”
which basically never became popular outside the lower-class rural black commu-
nity in the South, that Nancy is supposed to be singing; Francis Davis writes in The
History of the Blues that “T-Bone Walker [a Texas-born blues guitarist, singer]
speaking for the majority of blues musicians, said of ‘St. Louis Blues,’ ‘[t]hat’s a
pretty tune, and it has kind of a bluesy tone, but it’s not the blues. You can’t dress
up the blues” (60). The reading that I would like to o#er here, then, in fact will
prove to run directly counter to many critics’ attempts to associate the story
directly with “St. Louis Blues,” a song about stereotypical black love and betrayal,
from which the title of this story obviously comes; as I hope will be made clear
later, what the gentriﬁed “St. Louis Blues” embodies in this story is the set of
misguided assumptions of the people in Je#erson concerning the emotional life of
blacks, whose “real” su#erings or love the ordinary whites in the 1920s South could
never see or understand. Just as Judith Fetterly once said that the title of “A Rose
for Emily” is intended as incisively “ironic” (39) considering the fact that the rose
o#ered to Emily satirically symbolizes the Southern sexist ideology which helps
warp and ultimately destroy her life, so is this story’s one: it ironically indicates that
the whites here do not or cannot know what they are really witnessing.
3 In my opinion, Nancy’s existential collapse shown to gradually unfold was tri-
ggered not only by her maltreatment by the white society but also, far more
importantly, her strong yet ever-unconscious guilty feelings, her belated regrets,
stemming not from her sexual service to whites as has been assumed so far, but
mainly from her own sheer inability to understand her husband’s supposed plight,
as will be made clear in section 5.
4 Leona Toker, mostly in this context, warns against taking any easy “anti-racist
attitude” in reading “That Evening Sun,” because “[o]n a re-reading one is likely
[. . .] to be reminded of details that clash with any initial ‘strong interpretation’ of
the story,” concluding that “Faulkner obviously disclaims authority concerning the
nature of Nancy’s predicament”(432). She is the only critic that I know of who
comments on the nuanced relationship between Nancy and Dilsey, hinting at the
possibility of some feelings of jealousy from Dilseyanother detail that supports
my reading that supposes Quentin’s suspicion as to the relationship between Mr.
Compson and Nancy.
5 Powdermaker, whom I frequently quote in this paper, writes in her classic After
Freedom concerning the interracial sexual relationships of the then South that “[s]
ome [black] women feel that they partake of white prestige and achieve a certain
identiﬁcation with the dominant group through having a white lover” (18081).
6 Under the circumstances, if there ever is a proud and deﬁant black male, who cannot
easily resign himself like Nancy or other ordinary blacks does to the status quo of
racial segregation and injustice, his loneliness and isolation would be more than
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unbearable. We might remember here another story “Red Leaves,” which was
written in almost the same period as this one; it also poignantly features the
loneliness of a fugitive black slave who would not respect the rules of his master’s
community, hunted and cornered totally alone in the depth of the woods until
ﬁnally he gets caught. In the aforementioned “Justice,” another short story of this
period, there is a reliable master whom the slaves can turn to in case of emergency;
here in this story it is none other than Mr. Compson who drives him away from the
Compson house.
7 In this connection, there is another piece of circumstantial evidence for speculating
on Jesus’s whereabouts. So far, though readily recognizing the similarity between
Hemingway’s “The Killers” and this Faulkner masterpiece short story, critics have
hardly acknowledged the possibility that “Indian Camp,” another In Our Time
story, might well have inﬂuenced Faulkner in various ways when he embarked on
writing “That Evening Sun” (Pearson 61; Volpe 288, note 13). Although only
vaguely suggested through Hemingway’s sparse prose, the relationship between the
Indian husband and wife is, some of the readers might feel, full of love, similar to
that which is supposed between Nancy and Jesus. The Indian wife undergoes a
delivery operation by a white male doctor, the boy protagonist Nick’s father.
Merely medical on the surface but highly sexualized, the scene can be taken as
white male sexual violence exerted on an Indian woman. As if to willingly share his
wife’s pain (both physically and mentally), the husband who is quietly lying close
by the delivery scene, shockingly, cuts his own throat. The reason for his suicide is
highly ambivalent, to be sure, but the visceral reality of the interracial relationship
embodied by the gory act of an Indian husband makes a sharp contrast to the
reductive white didacticism that Nick’s father o#ers for Nick, who in his im-
maturity deﬁnitely senses but cannot verbally understand the real meaning thereof.
According to some critics, moreover, it is none other than Uncle George, a
mysterious white male who somehow accompanies them, that impregnated the
Indian wife (Brenner 239, note 15; Maeda 47). Thus, the basic setting, the
narrative voice and the thematic concerns of “Indian Camp,” which had been
published in 1925 and was very popular by the time Faulkner wrote “That Evening
Sun,” are all strongly evocative of Faulkner’s masterpiece short story about the
ordeal of a black couple. Just like the nameless Indian husband in Hemingway’s
story who according to many critics sacriﬁces his life in protest against the white
injustice for his su#ering wife, Jesus also, then, may very well have wanted to
protest the situation, to share Nancy’s predicament, her excruciating agony of
unwilled pregnancy caused by (presumably) a white man.
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